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Program Mission 
Support sustainable water resources 
management to meet the present and future water 
needs of people and the natural environment, in 
partnership with Washington communities. 
 
Environmental Threats 
Washington residents have historically enjoyed an 
abundance of clean and inexpensive water, in 
what commonly has been viewed as a water rich 
state. This is changing. Washington increasingly 
lacks water where and when it is needed for 
communities and the natural environment. 
Unprecedented population and economic growth 
has fueled and highlighted the growing demand 
for water. 
 

 
Sign of the times. Water restrictions have been 

imposed in many Washington communities. 
 
Until recently, the quiet but growing issue of 
adequate water remained widely unrecognized 
except by a circle of interests that traditionally 
follow water issues closely. A number of factors 
have combined to broaden awareness about water 
availability: 
• The threat of extinction to once abundant fish 

stocks and the Federal Endangered Species 
Act response. 

• The lack of water available in many areas for 
further allocation without impairing senior 
water rights, instream flows, or depleting 
aquifers. 

• Increased competition and litigation over 
water. 

• Lengthy delays and uncertainty for water 
rights applicants. 

• Drought conditions resulting in dry streams, 
withered crops, dead fish, wildfires, and 
reduced hydropower production. 

• Limitations in modern tools and funding to 
manage water. 

• Growing awareness and concern over the 
longer term effects of climate change on water 
availability. 

 
After years of gridlock, these factors set the stage 
for agreement on a multi-year, joint executive and 
legislative process to develop a state water 
strategy. The process resulted in the enactment of 
a succession of new water laws and funding 
starting in 2001 and continuing into the 2004 
legislative session. 
 
Authorizing Laws 
Water use and water resources management are 
regulated by a complex web of statutory law 
(passed by legislation) and case law (court 
interpretations). These laws include: 
• English Common Law: While still a territory, 

Washington adopted the English riparian 
doctrine of water law, whereby lands that 
abut a watercourse have the right to the 
reasonable use of the waters, and in times of 
shortage, all riparian users must reduce their 
use. 

• Chapter 90.03 RCW, Water Code (1917) 
• Chapter 90.44 RCW, Regulation of Public 

Ground Waters (1945) 
• Chapter 18.104 RCW, Water Well 

Construction Act (1971) 
• Chapter 90.14 RCW, Water Right Claims 

Registration and Relinquishment (1967) 
• Chapter 90.22 RCW, Minimum Water Flows 

and Levels (1969) 
• Chapter 90.54 RCW, Water Resources Act 

(1971) 
• Chapters 90.38 and 90.42 RCW, Trust Water 

Rights Program (1989 and 1991) 
• Chapter 90.80 RCW, Water Conservancy 

Boards (1997) 
• Chapter 90.82 RCW, Watershed Planning 

(1997) 
• Chapter 43.99E RCW, Water Supply 

Facilities - 1980 Bond (Referendum 38) 
• Chapter 43.27A.190 RCW, Water Resource 

Orders 
• Chapter 43.83B RCW, Water Supply 

Facilities 



 

 
 

• HB 1832 - Year 1 Water Law Reform of 2001 
two line water rights processing (Chapter 
237, Washington Laws 2001) 

• 2ESHB 1338 - municipal water supply and 
efficiency requirements (Chapter 5 Laws of 
2003, First Special Session)  

 
 
Constituents/Interested Parties 
• Agricultural Groups 
• Business and Industry 
• Local Governments: Cities, Counties, 

Utilities, Irrigation Districts 
• Local Watershed Planning Groups 
• State and Federal Agencies 
• Indian Tribes 
• Environmental Organizations 
• People Near Dams and Owners of Dams 
• Real Estate Developers 
• Recreational Water Users 
• Sport and Commercial Fishers 
• Water and Power Utilities 
• Water-right Holders 
• Well Drillers 
 
Major Activities and Results 
 
Manage Water Rights 
The agency allocates water by reviewing 
applications for new water rights and changes to 
existing water rights. Applications are reviewed to 
determine whether water is available and whether 
existing rights would be impaired, as well as other 
considerations. The goal is to continue the 
increased pace of water rights processing, 
following legislative action in 2001 to increase 
funding and flexibility. It also includes work to 
implement new municipal water right provisions 
with the Department of Health and administering 
the current portfolio of existing water rights. 
(Authorizing laws - 90.03, 90.44, and 90.80 
RCW) 
 
Result 
Through sound and timely permit decision-
making, allocation of new water rights and 
changes to existing rights are improved. 
• Make 1,000 water right change permit 

decisions in the 03-05 biennium. 
• Make 300 new water right permit decisions in 

the 03-05 biennium. 
• Implement new municipal water right 

provisions with the Department of Health. 

Prepare and Respond to Drought and Climate 
Change 
Agency staff provides services to mitigate the 
effects of droughts and to prepare for future 
droughts and climate change. This includes the 
provision of information and financial assistance 
and the coordination of drought response efforts. 
When droughts are declared, services include 
provision of water via emergency permits, 
transfers, changes, and temporary wells. Emerging 
information on climate change is also monitored 
for future potential action. Funds indicated for 
Fiscal Years 2004 and 2005 include $556,000 that 
can only be spent if a drought emergency is 
declared. (Authorizing law - 43.83B RCW) 
 
Result 
Through improved planning, communication, 
coordination, and loss prevention efforts, drought 
effects are mitigated.  
• Increase the number of temporary water right 

permits and changes processed during periods 
of drought. 

 
Assess, Set, and Achieve Instream Flows 
The agency evaluates and sets instream flows. 
This is fundamental to water resources 
management, and is used to determine how much 
water needs to remain in streams to meet 
environmental needs, how much water can be 
allocated, and when to regulate water use based 
on flow levels. This also includes acquiring water 
and other management techniques to restore and 
protect flows while meeting out-of-stream needs. 
This activity receives Bonneville Power and 
Salmon Recovery Funds (these funds and related 
staff are not reflected in the appropriated budget 
totals noted). (Authorizing laws - 90.54, 90.22, 
and 90.82 RCW) 
 
Result 
Setting of instream flows in critical water basins is 
increased, and the flows to benefit people, fish, 
farming and the environment are achieved. 
• Set six instream flows in the 2003-05 

biennium, working with local watershed 
groups and critical basins not engaged in 
watershed planning. 

• Acquire 10,000 acre feet of water to achieve 
instream flow requirements. 

 
Support Water Use Efficiency 
The agency provides agricultural, 
commercial/industrial, and non-profit water users 
with services that deliver water savings. These 
include technical and engineering assistance, 



 

 
 

information, planning, and financial assistance. 
Support is also provided for water reuse projects 
and to the Department of Health in municipal 
water conservation. Grants and loans are provided 
to irrigation districts and farmers for water use 
efficiency improvements. (Authorizing laws - 
90.54.020 (7) and 43.99E RCW) 
 
Result 
Water savings and environmental protection is 
improved, water and energy costs are lowered, 
enterprises are more competitive, and pressure on 
water supplies and waste treatment facilities is 
lessened. 
• Increase the volume of water saved as a result 

of water use efficiency. 
• Provide technical assistance to agricultural, 

commercial, industrial, and non-profit water 
users. 

• Support Department of Health water 
conservation and reclaimed water efforts. 

 
Regulate Well Construction 
The agency protects consumers, well drillers, and 
the environment by licensing and regulating well 
drillers, investigating complaints, approving 
variances from construction standards, and 
providing continuing education to well drillers. 
The work is accomplished in partnership with 
delegated counties. It delivers technical assistance 
to homeowners, well drillers, tribes, and local 
governments. (Authorizing law - 18.104 RCW) 
 
Result 
Protection of consumers, well drillers, and the 
environment is improved, and the risk of aquifer 
contamination and cleanup costs is reduced.  
• License and provide training to well drillers. 
• Regulate the drilling of wells by enforcing 

adopted standards. 
 
Assure Dam Safety 
This activity protects life, property, and the 
environment by overseeing the safety of 
Washington's dams. This includes inspecting the 
structural integrity and flood and earthquake 
safety of existing state dams not owned or 
managed by the federal government, approving 
and inspecting new dam construction and repairs, 
and taking compliance and emergency actions. 
(Authorizing law - 90.03.350 RCW) 
 
 
 
 
 

Result 
The risk of potentially catastrophic dam failures is 
reduced, increasing the safety of people and 
property located below dams. 
• Inspect 48 high hazard dams. 
• Inspect 46 significant hazard dams. 
• Inspect 20 low hazard dams. 
 
Support Local Watershed Management of Water 
Resources 
This activity involves work with other agencies, 
local watershed planning groups, and tribes to 
address water quantity issues under the Watershed 
Management Act. It includes providing technical 
support and studies for local watershed planning 
groups to develop and adopt local plans that can 
serve as the basis for sound water resources 
management. (Authorizing law - 90.82 RCW) 
 
Result 
Local watershed management plans are adopted 
and implementation has begun with sufficient 
information and agreement to support sound water 
resources use and actions.  
• Provide technical assistance and support to 42 

local watershed planning groups. 
• Provide technical support to the regional 

initiatives for the Central Puget Sound, 
Columbia River, and Yakima River. 

 
Provide Water Resources Data and Information 
The collection, management, and sharing of data 
and information is critical to modern water 
management. Information is essential to local 
watershed groups, conservancy boards, 
businesses, local governments, non-profit groups, 
the Legislature, other agencies, and the media. 
Water information is fundamental to daily agency 
operations, including water allocation decisions; 
setting and achieving stream flows; identifying the 
location and characteristics of wells, dams, and 
water diversions; supporting compliance actions; 
metering; tracking progress; communicating with 
constituents; and serving other water resource 
functions. (Authorizing law - 90.54.030 RCW) 
 
Result 
Greater agreement is achieved and more informed 
water resources decisions are made, based on 
increasingly timely and accurate data; and public 
access to information is improved.  
• Develop and maintain data and information 

systems for use by increasing numbers of 
external users (watershed groups, conservancy 
boards, businesses, etc). 



 

 
 

• Improve the collection, preservation, and 
availability of data and information for water 
allocation, dam safety, well construction, 
instream flows, and communication. 

 
Adjudicate Water Rights 
Adjudicating water rights brings certainty to water 
rights and is fundamental to sound water 
management and reducing conflicts over water. It 
is a judicial determination of existing water rights 
and water right claims, including federal, tribal, 
and non-tribal claims, to determine their validity 
and extent. The primary activity currently is 
supporting the Yakima River Basin adjudication. 
(Authorizing law - 90.03.110 RCW) 
 
Result 
Major uncertainty regarding the validity and 
extent of the water rights in the Yakima Basin are 
removed (the Yakima Basin Adjudication will be 
near completion in 2005). 
• 95% completion of the Yakima River Basin 

Adjudication. 
 
Promote Compliance with Water Law 
The agency helps ensure that water users comply 
with the state's water laws so that other legal 
water users are not impaired, water use remains 
sustainable over the long term, and the 
environment is protected for the benefit of people 
and nature. Activities include water metering and 
reporting 80 percent of water use in 16 fish 
critical basins, along with education, technical 
assistance, and strategic enforcement in egregious 
cases. (Authorizing laws - 90.03.400 and 600 and 
43.27A.190 RCW) 
 
Result 
Awareness of, and compliance with, the state's 
water laws is increased so that legal water users 
and applicants for water rights are not impaired, 
water use remains sustainable, and the 
environment is protected. 
• Ensure water diversion and withdrawal is 

metered and reported in 16 critical water 
basins. 

• Provide compliance information, assistance 
and strategic enforcement action. 

• Regulate water use on streams with flows set 
during periods of low flows. 

 
 
 
 
 

Major Issues 
Increasing water demand, recent droughts, and 
growing awareness and concern over the impacts 
of climate change on water supplies have 
highlighted the need for improved water 
management tools. It has also heightened the need 
for sustained financial investment in water 
management both locally and at the state level. 
This is particularly the case given dwindling and 
one-time sources for much current water funding. 
 
Improving Water Management Capacity  
Efforts on the multi-year water strategy during the 
2003 legislative session produced legislation that 
provides more water rights flexibility and 
certainty for municipal water suppliers. This will 
help water suppliers meet the water needs of 
growing communities. The legislation also 
includes water conservation requirements. The 
Department of Ecology is supporting the 
Department of Health Division of Drinking Water 
in implementing the legislation.  
 
Activity on the state water strategy is currently 
underway in preparation for the 2004 legislative 
session. One subject under review is the need for 
changes to the water rights relinquishment law 
that will allow water users to retain some of the 
water they conserve and remove a disincentive for 
water conservation.  
  
Instream Flows and Local Watershed Planning 
The other issue expected to be addressed as part 
of the state water strategy in the 2004 legislative 
session, is bolstering instream flow tools and 
funding. Current authorization and funding, 
including one-time federal funding, have enabled 
the agency to work with watershed groups and in 
fish critical areas to recommend and adopt stream 
flows. Funding has also been used to achieve 
instream flows by putting water back into streams 
via trust water rights (purchases, leases, 
donations) conservation and other methods.  
Funding is adequate currently, but much of the 
existing funding may not be available after the 
end of the biennium. 
 



 

 
 

 
Dry bed of the Methow River, downstream of Mazama 
in Okanogan County. Although some reaches go dry 

annually, this reach goes dry only once every ten 
years on average. 

 
In addition to instream flows, attention will also 
be focused on supporting the implementation of a 
range of water management techniques contained 
in local watershed management plans, along with 
those emerging from the Columbia River, Central 
Puget Sound, and Yakima regional initiatives. 
 
Water Rights Decisions 
The 2001 changes to water law authorizing “two-
line” processing of water rights and change 
applications and additional funding has led to 
record production on water rights change 
applications. This is a crucial step forward in 
addressing the backlog of water right change 
applications and making better use of existing 
water supplies. However, staff reductions 
resulting from the 2003-05 budget cuts and efforts 
to implement new municipal water legislation 
have the potential for slowing production, 
including work on a large number of pending 
applications for new water rights.   
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Other long-term and significant issues include 
the following: 
 Strengthening compliance with water laws 
 Improving the system of resolving water 

disputes, including water right claims and 
unquantified federal and Indian water rights. 

 Improving the quality, quantity and access to 
water rights data necessary for broader 
understanding of water conditions and effective 
water management.  

 



 

 
 

 
Water Resources Budget 

 
Budget: $29,404,130; Staffing: 134.9 

 
State ($) Amount Sources Uses 
General Fund – State 17,624,287 Multiple Water rights decision making, county water 

conservancy board assistance, compliance, 
data management, public information, dam 
safety, water use efficiency, instream flows 
and Yakima adjudication. 

Federal    
General Fund – 
Federal  

3,112,714 Federal grants Dam safety inspections, Yakima 
Enhancement liaison, and Methow Valley 
Irrigation District improvements. 

Dedicated Funds    
General Fund – 
Private/Local 

310 (more 
grants are 

expected to 
be received) 

Grants Instream flows and water acquisition. 

Reclamation 
Revolving Account 

2,404,443 Well construction fees; 
well operators’ 
licenses, and 
hydropower fees 

Administration of the well construction 
oversight program; including revenue 
transfers to local governments that have 
delegated well construction management 
authority. Contract with the US Geological 
Survey for stream gauging. Setting instream 
flows. Well information systems. 

Emergency Water 
Projects Revolving 
Account 

555,843 Previous bond sales; 
loan repayment and 
interest payments; 

Drought relief activities; primarily permit 
staffing for Ecology. Grants to other state 
agencies and others for drought relief 
activities. 

Referendum 38 
(Agricultural Water 
Supply Bond Funds) 

488,381 Bond sales; loan 
repayments and interest 
payments 

Staff support for grants and loans for the 
improvement and/or construction of 
agricultural water supply facilities. Technical 
assistance to irrigation districts. Operation and 
maintenance of Zosel Dam (Lake Osoyoos in 
Okanogan County) 

Basic Data Fund 310,000 Contributions from 
private & local entities 

Pass through to the U.S. Geological Survey 
for stream gauging data collection and 
studies. 

Drought Preparedness 
Account 

905,413 Previous bond sales, 
transfer from 
Emergency Water 
Fund, loan repayments 
and interest payments 

Drought relief and projects and activities to 
prepare the state for future droughts and 
climate change. Compliance activities. 
Environmental Impact Statement for the 
proposed Pine Hollow Reservoir (Yakima 
County). 

Water Quality 
Account 

4,002,739 Excise tax on tobacco 
products 

Process water right applications for change, 
provide technical assistance to watershed 
planning units, establish instream flows in 
non-watershed planning basins, and update 
water rights data systems. 

TOTAL $29,404,130   
 



 

 
 

Capital Budget Funding -  
General Fund – 
Federal 

2,843,000 Grants from 
Bonneville Power 
Admin. or National 
Marine Fisheries 
Service 

Purchase or lease water rights from current 
users to improve stream flows in critical 
fish streams. (Subject to the federal funds 
actually being made available). 
 

State Building 
Construction 
Account 

13,700,000 Sale of bonds Water measuring devices, on-farm 
irrigation efficiencies, water conveyance 
improvement or replacement, water storage 
investigations. 

State and Local 
Improvements 
Revolving Account 
(Ref. 38) 

18,760,000 Sale of bonds; loan 
repayment and 
interest payments 

Grants/loans for agricultural water supply 
facilities. Grants for on-farm water use 
efficiency improvements. Storage studies. 

State Drought 
Preparedness 
Account 

2,114,000 Previous bond sales, 
loan repayments and 
interest payments 

Grants/loans for drought related agricultural 
and municipal water supply facilities 
projects. Purchase and lease of water rights 
to improve stream flows in fish critical 
streams. 

Water Quality 
Account 

3,117,000 Excise tax on tobacco 
products 

Grants for on-farm water use efficiency 
improvements. Drought well pumping 
mitigation projects in the Yakima basin. 

 



 

 
 

 

Water Resources Program 
Dollars by Fund Source

FederalState

Dedicated

60%

29%

11%

Water Resources Program 
Dollars by Activity

Data & Information
(17.4 FTEs) 
$3,402,458

Regulate Well 
Construction

(7.2 FTEs) 
$1,294,415

Manage Water 
Rights

(60.8 FTEs) 
$10,795,334

Assure Dam Safety
(7.8 FTEs) 
$1,928,471

Support Water Use 
Efficiency
(6.2 FTES) 
$4,394,471

Support Local 
Watershed Mgmt.

(9.5 FTEs) 
$1,651,144

Compliance w/Water 
Laws

(6.3 FTEs) 
$1,033,696

Instream Flows
(8.3 FTEs) 
$1,568,267

Drought & Climate 
Change

(0.4 FTEs)
$616,501

Adjudicate Water 
Rights

(11 FTEs)
$2,719,374

38%

9%

2%

5%
3%

6%

15%

7%

4%

11%


